A multicentre, observational study on demographic and disease characteristics of patients seeking care for chronic hepatitis C in Belgium in 2016.
Direct-acting antivirals provide interferon-free treatments for chronic hepatitis C (CHC) virus infection. In Belgium, in 2016, access to these agents was limited to patients with advanced liver fibrosis stages F3 and F4. This study is the first to describe Belgium's patient population ineligible for interferon-free treatment. This was an observational, cross-sectional, multicentre study that enrolled adult patients with CHC ineligible for interferon-free treatment. Patient data recorded at a single visit included demographic data, disease characteristics, comorbidities, co-medications, treatment status, and laboratory data. Three hundred and three patients from 16 centres in Belgium were included in the statistical analysis. On average, patients were aged 53.5 years and 50.2% were women ; 94.1% had health insurance and 99.0% resided in Belgium. The current hepatitis C virus (HCV) infection was the first infection for 96.0% of patients and the mean time since infection was 20.0 years. Liver fibrosis stage was F0 for 23.7%, F0/F1 or F1 for 38.3%, F1/F2 or F2 for 25.8%, F3 for 7.1%, and F4 for 5.1% of patients ; 28.4% of patients were CHC treatment-experienced. The main reason for ineligibility for interferon-free treatment was lack of reimbursement (84.8%). Other reasons included no treatment urgency or medical decision to wait (27.1%), waiting for future treatment option (8.3%), and no social insurance coverage (3.6%). This study provides recent data on the CHC patient population and disease characteristics in Belgium that could help medical communities and government agencies manage CHC disease burden.